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From "Pseudo-notebooks" to Writers'
Notebooks: The Transformation
BY

JEN POTTEIGER

Students should come to understand that writing is something someone sits down and works at for an extended
period of time. The workshop should help with the stamina it takes to stay with writing. (Wood, p. 102, 2004)

A

a teacher, I have spent an enormous amount of time thinking, learning about, and deciphering writing. I
have worried about proper spelling, misplaced punctuation, and sentences that are grammatically
correct. In fact, I have spent the better part of the past 2 years ensuring that my students were producing
error-free writing. My focus was on their ability to follow the rules of the English language and produce what I
determined to be polished pieces of writing. I believed that by steering my students to a particular topic, I was
allowing them to flourish as writers.

There were many questions, however, that plagued
me. How do I teach individual students to experience
the thrill of writing? How do I teach them something
that is not quite tangible? How do I prepare my
students for the MEAP tests while helping them find
themselves as writers? How do I get my students to
let loose and use a notebook as a safe place to try
out new ideas without fear of failure? Are writer's
notebooks capable of really helping my students
become better writers?

Teacher as Student
Seeking answers to my questions came unexpectedly.
As a graduate student in a 2-week writing course,
my assignment was to forget I was a teacher and
become a writer. This was no small task. I immediately experienced frustration-the same frustration
I am sure I inflict upon my students when I tell
them to "just write." It was agonizing at first and
took time to get used to the idea that there was no
right or wrong way to write in my notebook. I had to
relinquish control to my pen and follow where it led
me.
As a writer up to this point, I had allowed myself
to get wrapped up in neatness while ignoring the
craft of putting pen to paper. In this class it was an
on-going struggle for me to let go and let my pen
lead the way. I had told my students to "just write,
don't worry about what it looks like, that will come
in time" yet I was having trouble following my own

advice. I tried to micromanage my own writing and,
in doing so, was silencing my own writing voice.
As I began writing in my notebook, I was quite irritated. Thoughts such as nothing interesting happens
to me, I do not have anything to write about, I am
not able to put my thoughts into words replayed in
my mind. These thoughts seared my brain. In order
to make sense of what I was trying to accomplish
(i.e., trying to stay in control of my writing process),
I started to make lists. I wrote down cool words,
phrases, things my children said, and pieces of
conversations overheard in line at the grocery store.
I wrote down anything and everything that seemed
interesting to me (see figure 1). This small act of
"control" led to keeping a writer's notebook filled
with pages of ideas. Lists, questions, wonderings, and bits of conversations have found their way into
my notebook. As I began listening to the world like a
writer, the topics were limitless.
Once I began writing freely, the frustration seemed
to be over. I was allowing myself the freedom of selfexpression. This was a novelty I had not experienced
for many years. The excitement of being able to write
and not finish a piece, experiment with language,
and take pieces of my choosing through the writing
process was incredible. My voice started out as a
whisper, skeptical at first, but then I heard it. As I
made my way through my first few pages, I began
to hear my voice loud and clear. My writing was
personal, and my voice was unmistakable (Murray,
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Figure 1
around us, and gradually moved towards topics that
we generally disliked. What was scary to us? Why
are there spiders? What food do you hate? What
makes us uncomfortable? I took the lead from her
trusting she would let me know when she was ready
to write.
Initially, she looked at my notebook to see how it was
organized and what I was writing. As the week progressed, she began to hear her own whispers in her
writing and was obviously encouraged. She wanted
to try poetry with me as her scribe (see figure 2).
Time was not a luxury for us so our rapport was not
deeply established but in 5 days I was amazed at all
she had to say. While I found no miracle, I saw the
spark. A spark that had the potential to become a
raging fire under the right conditions.
As I thought of my experience with this young
writer, a question suddenly reverberated through me
like a bomb-was I simply teaching writing or did I
teach writers? In my determination to produce outstanding writers, I was assigning topics, giving the
prompts, and expecting their writing to come to me
in the form of five compact paragraphs. Was I nuts?
I truly believed that what I was doing was studentFigure 2
1996). For the first time in many years, I was enjoying writing. Gradually, it began to sink in. I began
to overflow with questions. Could this work for my
students as well? If a writer's notebook can pull me
out of a long established rut, would it not be easier
to do for a child? Could having my students keep a
notebook filled with their thoughts and ideas make a
difference in their writing?

A First Try
I had the opportunity to teach with my writer's
notebook during a graduate course. I was assigned
to work with a 7-year-old girl in a summer writing camp that was embedded in my course work.
Entering into it with the highest, albeit unrealistic,
expectations, I would attempt to eradicate 7 years
of learning how to write in one week. My goal was
simple-lead as little as possible.
This young writer was very eager to please although
somewhat hesitant to write. It had already been
established in her mind that there was a right and
wrong way to write. We spent a lot of time talking
about our interests, nature, the things going on
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From "Pseudo-notebooks" to Writers' Notebooks
driven when, in fact, I had been the one providing
the format through carefully planned lessons and
discussion about finding their voice as a writer. Why
then were they still struggling with voice? Suddenly
it became clear. My students had learned (quite well)
how to respond to me in order to get a good grade. I
was their exclusive audience and, in becoming so, I
had chosen to turn down the volume on their unique
voice. Writing could no longer be taught simply as a
subject. It was clear to me now that the teaching of
writing is so much more.

to great writing by Donald Murray (1996) and Ralph
Fletcher (1996) who speak of the need for writers
to find their voice and its importance in good writing. My voice started out as a mere whisper in my
notebook, skeptical at first, but then I heard it. As
I made my way through my first few pages, I began
to hear my voice loud and clear. My writing was
personal, and my voice was unmistakable (Murray,
1996). If a writer's notebook could pull me out of a
long established rut, surely it would be easier for a
young writer.

Where I Began

Fostering student awareness of the world around
them, moments that otherwise would go unnoticed,
and keeping a keen ear to the world is fodder for
discussion in a writer's notebook (Fletcher, 1996).
With that in mind, I then began researching the idea
of writer apprehension and public versus private
writing. Some of the pieces I have written, I have no
intention of sharing with others. Writers initially
write for themselves. Writing serves to express ideas
without fear of being exploited. What could I do to
put a student more at ease when writing?

Up to this point, my students' notebooks were filled
with writing I assigned. They were given a daily
quote that related to the day's lesson. Sometimes
they merely responded to the quote, while on other
days they were given a prompt. The quotes and
prompts were my attempt to get them thinking
and sometimes a push to get their thoughts onto
paper. They were given a set amount of time to write
ranging from 7 to 15 minutes. My expectation was
that they write a minimum of six to eight sentences.
Their notebooks did not leave the classroom and,
initially, I would review them and respond to their
writing. On occasion, I provided them with free topic
choice, but gave them guidelines such as one page,
five paragraphs, or poetry within certain formats.
I preferred that they did not draw or make their
notebooks messy. I operated under the guise that
effective writing needed structure. I had always
liked structure when I wrote. Messy pages filled with
doodles, scribbles, misspellings, and crossed out lines
were too distracting. Their notebooks were filled
with their ideas on my topics. All of this accounted
for roughly 20 percent of their total grade. "Pseudonotebooks" is the term I now use to describe these
notebooks.
In transforming pseudo-notebooks to writers' notebooks, I chose to focus on three areas. First, what
must I do to encourage my young writers to find and
develop their voice? Second, what can I do to help
alleviate their apprehension about writing? Third,
how do I manage their writing in terms of privacy
and at the same time keep record of their individual
progress?
Finding and developing the writer's voice is, by far,
the most difficult aspect for me to teach. Voice was
the one thing most frequently referred to as essential
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Linda Winston (1990) recounts her experience with a
third grader named Devin. Devin was an avid reader
and writer who kept a writer's notebook. He was
very vocal about not allowing his teacher to see his
notebook unless he was with her because there were
certain things he did not want her to read. His notebook was where he expressed his private thoughts. At
one point during the year, she asked if she could share
some of his writing with other teachers. He recoiled
and threatened to not ever share his writing with her
again. There was a powerful lesson in this for me.
In teaching middle school, there are many things
that students could write about but do not because of
the fear of being different. My students work diligently at being "just like everyone else." Disagreeing
with the majority, thinking that something is or is
not cool, expressing a need for boundaries are not
topics that middle school students typically like to
share with other students. I believe students should
be given the opportunity to decide what should and
should not be publicly displayed. If the goal is to get
students writing, to find their own voice, and to have
authentic experiences as writers, then it makes little
sense to demand to be the audience for each piece.
I believe that as students gain confidence in their
writing they will become more comfortable sharing
both their work and their experiences.
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And Now ...
Much of what I read of teaching writing revolves
around featuring student work as examples of good
writing for other students, including strong literature in my mini lessons, and building a comfortable
environment in which my students feel safe to try
new things. All easier said than done given the pressures of the MEAP and AYP. Nonetheless, I want
my students to feel the thrill of creating on paper
and find a sense of accomplishment along the way.
While I do not expect that, as sixth graders, they will
become the next Shel Silverstein or Gary Paulsen
overnight they may discover that they are capable of
such. Viewing myself as teaching writers rather than
writing holds great promise for leading my students
to this discovery.
Two of the most profound observations I made
during my graduate work, were the importance of
conversations and the importance of silence. Writing
is just as much about thinking, listening, and seeing as it is about filling pages with one's thoughts.
I found that letting my thoughts roll around in my
mind for a day or so was often very helpful. I tried
not to formulate my ideas too neatly so that I knew
exactly what I wanted to write. Instead, I just let
them ebb and flow. As I think of my students, I know
the same holds true. There are many times I need to
let their ideas ripen. Once I allowed that for myself,
then all I had to do was start writing. The words
came much easier and my writing no longer seemed
forced. Students, I believe, will operate under that
same premise. They need to be allowed time to
quiet themselves so they may hear their inner voice.
There may be times when someone will look into my
classroom and see a lack of activity and confuse that
with a lack of classroom management or perhaps a
lack of stimulation. Little will they know that the
students are letting their thoughts simmer preparing
themselves to craft their own pieces of writing.
Grading is one area with which I continue to struggle. As a teacher and as students, we must continue
to be accountable for what is taught and learned in
the classroom. My intentions are to conference with
students weekly and have some loose guidelines for
student work. Though I am not sure how to measure
active participation knowing that the craft of writing
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is not simply the act of putting thoughts onto paper,
students will have the opportunity to share their
writing with me each week. Some writing, of course,
will be taken through the entire writing process. I
plan to experiment with different ways to grade. In
order for this to be successful, it must continue to be
student driven rather than teacher driven. (Kingen,
1995).
Notebooks are a place to explore and utilize
language. Writers' notebooks work perfectly with
writer's workshop. Writers can try on new styles,
sometimes finding that they don't work or surprising themselves with new talents. Notebooks offer
freedom that often cannot be found in other dimensions of our lives. Writing gives us the opportunity to
relive events, twist reality, and get second chances.
The idea that writing is always a work in progress is
one that will guide my teaching strategies for years
to come. Making mistakes is all part of the learning process and, ultimately, progress. Encouraging
student growth through the understanding of their
errors is where my role of teacher comes into play.
The greatest difference between my past practice
of pseudo-notebooks and how I plan to implement
writers' notebooks lies exclusively in student choice.
I will relinquish control of writing topic to the writer,
allowing each student to grow as a writer exploring
a variety of genres and exploration of language
and ideas. My hope is that the notebooks provide
numerous avenues for students to discover life and
themselves through a journey of their choosing with
me along as their guide.
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